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U z b e k i f y i n g  T i m u r i d :  A r c h i t e c t u r a l  H e r i t a g e  o n  t h e  W a y  t o  I n d e p e n d e n c e  
Tourists from around the world flock to the blue-domed Timurid cities of Bukhara, Samarkand and 
Khiva in Uzbekistan. In this article a western academic argues that everything is not as it seems. 
Current post-colonial theories describe the symbolic content of the post-Soviet ideologies as the formation of state ethno-
nationalism. After its independence in 1991, Uzbekistan was looking for a common framework with which to shape the 
discourse on nation-building and nation-branding. The great emperor Timur (1336-1405), one of the very few mortals to give 
their name to an acclaimed architectural style, was branded as the epitome of Uzbek national identity. While the alluring 
persona of Timur played the role of a symbol, the production of meaning was created by Timurid architecture. As a result, the 
surviving Timurid monuments were hastily restored for the celebrations of Timur's 660th birthday in 1996. 
How exactly were Timurid monuments used as visual protagonists of a nationalistic rhetoric in post-Soviet Uzbekistan? In the 
period between the Uzbekee Independence in 1991 and 2001, when the architectural centre of Samarqand was put on the 
UNESCO World Heritage List, some of the Timurid monuments were actually rebuilt, not restored. In this analysis, 
architectural restorations are treated as a power tool used for the production and acceptance of history. 
Who was Amir Timur? 
Timur (reigned 1370-1405) was a nomadic conqueror in the late fourteenth century whose empire stretched from Anatolia to 
China; he is also considered to be the founder of the Mughal dynasty in India. The architectural monuments of the Timurid 
empire, situated mainly in present day Uzbekistan, are regarded as masterpieces of medieval Islamic architecture. Throughout 
his reign, Timur utilised and exploited the cultural and artistic resources of his vast empire for the replenishment of his two 
capitals Samarqand and Shahr-i Sabz.  
Who profited from the Timurid legacy? 
Uzbekistan seems to have claimed the Timurid legacy for political purposes ever since the rulke of Stalin. In 1941 Stalin 
commissioned the renowned archaeologist Gerasimov to create a paleo-anthropological facial reconstruction of Timur based 
on his remains at Gur-i Amir, the Timurid dynastic mausoleum in Samarqand. Most likely Stalin wanted to boost the spirit of 
Soviet patriotism and derive military inspiration from the medieval warlord at the onset of World War II. 
In 1946 the Russian historiographer Yakubovsky published a Soviet evaluation of Timur in which he exposed Timur’s military 
cruelty and defined his architectural monuments as primary sources of material culture. Yakubovsky regarded the Timurid 
inscriptions as “the most reliable documentary source”. At the same time, he referred with scepticism to the Timurid genealogy 
at Gur-i Amir, recently translated by Semenov, in which Timur was revealed as a direct descendant of Genghis Khan.  
Prior to the great celebrations of the 2500th anniversary of Samarqand, the famous Uzbek historian Muminov stated in his 
book The Role and Place of Amir Timur in the History of Central Asia (1968) that “Timur was the most popular statesman in 
Europe” following his victory over the Ottoman sultan Bayezid I in 1402. 
Muminov also proclaimed Timur as the creator of great architectural artefacts and as the protector of the commercial routes 
along the Silk Road. 
Nonetheless, in 1973 an official decision was taken by the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Uzbekistan which 
condemned Amir Timur. Based on that document, the Presidium of the Uzbek Academy of Science issued a ruling with 
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which all copies of the Yazdi’s Zafarnama, the celebrated Timurid chronicle from the fifteenth century, were confiscated and 
burned in the courtyard of the Fan publishing house in Tashkent. In this regard, all publications revealing any positive aspects 
of Timur’s deeds were banned.  
It was only after 1991, when the Independence of Uzbekistan was proclaimed, that articles and books about Timur started 
reappearing. The sharp criticism of the propaganda in the last decades of the Soviet Union was replaced by vivacious 
appraisals of Timur. In 1997 the Uzbek president Karimov said:  
Following the break with the Soviet Union, Uzbekistan drastically rejected the Marxist-Leninist communist legacy and 
substituted it with the Timurid cult. In 1993 the bronze statue of Amir Timur replaced the monument of Karl Marx in the 
heart of Tashkent. The figure of Lenin at the Red Square made way for the bronze globe depicting Uzbekistan as the only all-
encompassing country in the world resting on the Lenin’s red granite pedestal. The Red Square was renamed as the 
Mustakilik (Independence) Square.  
Following an initiative of president Karimov, UNESCO took a decision to celebrate the 660th anniversary of Amir Timur in 
1996. The celebrations were crowned by the opening of the new yurt-like museum of Timur in Tashkent. Further, the 
international conference “Amir Temur and His Place in World History” took place in the Uzbek capital on 23-26 October 1996. 
In his opening speech, president Karimov said: 
Timur’s powerful personality and his megalomaniac architectural ambitions which facilitated state legitimation have made him 
a popular figure among certain Soviet and post-Soviet political elites. Following trends of revision of the national 
historiography in Central Asia, the Timurid cult has been used for new historical identification in the post-Soviet era. Since 
Independence, the Timurid cult has become a key term in the process of state formation. Timur as the national hero, who 
fostered the spread of Islam across his steppe empire, enjoys mass appeal among the Uzbek general public in a predominantly 
Muslim nation with nomadic roots. President Karimov refers to Timur as “our grandfather” or Sahibkiran (great leader). 
Timurid architecture, in turn, has been used to boost the sense of belonging and pride among the Uzbek population in the 
course of ethno-nationalisation.  
Were Timurid restorations a  polit ical  statement? 
The restoration of Timurid monuments began during the Soviet period. As early as the 1950s Uzbekistan was portrayed as the 
cradle of cultured socialism across Central Asia. The Timurid architectural legacy was used to sustain these claims. 
International delegations and flocks of tourists from neighbouring Soviet republics affirmed their socialist solidarity by paying 
tribute to the Timurid heritage.  
The ruins of the Timurid mosques, mausoleums and madrasas (Islamic schools) in Samarqand and Bukhara were extensively 
analysed and restored by the Soviet scholars Ratiia, Voronina, Rempel, Bulatov, Pugachenkova and Mankovskaya, to name a 
“Amir Temur became part of world history not only as an outstanding military leader and statesman 
who had created a powerful prosperous state; he transformed his capital – Samarkand – into one of the 
cultural and scientific centres of the world. Magnificent monuments of architecture, the true pearls of 
folk arts, craftsmanship and culture, remain to be perfect decorations of our cities and towns.” 
“How many times in the past when we read and heard about ‘Timur – a conqueror’ and ‘Timur – a 
destroyer’ did we ask ourselves: ‘How could such a culture and economy flourish on our ground 
during his reign?’ Only after gaining independence could we render proper veneration to and 
appraisal of our great ancestor.” 
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few. The Bibi Khanum Mosque (1398-1405), erected in 
Samarqand as a glorious testimony to Timur’s victory 
over Delhi, was comprehensively studied by Ratiia in 
the late 1940s. Ratiia drew up the first reconstructions 
in his book published in 1950. According to his 
drawings, the sanctuary façade is very high and 
completely blocks the dome. This is in contrast to 
Timur’s historiographer Yazdi who exclaimed: “The 
dome would rank supreme were it not for the sky itself; 
and so would the arch of the iwan were it not for the 
Milky Way.” Given the proportions of the sanctuary, the dome was 
undoubtedly meant to surpass the height of the smaller side mosques 
and be visible above all other buildings. However, during the colossal 
restorations in the 1990s a band of inscriptions, suggested presumably 
by Ratiia, was added onto the screen and one additional octagonal 
segment was placed on top of the two framing towers (guldasta). 
(Figure 1) These two alterations elongated the overall proportions of 
the sanctuary iwan and entirely obstructed the view of the newly 
rebuilt turquoise dome. (Figure 2) It is important to note that the 
inscription depicting Soerat Albaqara 2:127/128 (Figure 3) can be also 
found above the entrance of the Gok Gunbad Mosque in Shahr-i Sabz 
(Figure 4), initially commissioned by Timur’s grandson Ulugh Beg 
(between 1435-1436). The same text is visible on the main sanctuary of 
the Shaybanid Kalan Mosque in Bukhara (completed around 1514). 
(Figure 5) Obviously, similar calligraphic templates were reused for 
these three completely different monuments. In analogous restoration 
campaigns, inscriptions were added onto the main entrance portals of 
the Timurid dynastic mausoleum Gur-i Amir and the necropolis Shah-
i Zinda, both in Samarqand. 
The epigraphic bands described above are totally 
absent from some of the earliest photographs taken by 
Prokudin-Gorsky (1870s and early 1900s), Friedrich 
Sarre (published in 1901) and Ernst Cohn-Wiener 
(published in 1930). Since the architectural fabric of the 
buildings was extensively damaged due to several 
devastating earthquakes and military campaigns, it is 
impossible to reconstruct with certainty the original 
architecture of the monuments. Furthermore, there are 
no surviving plans or drawings that might shed more 
light on their original design. That is why the first 
Figure 2:Bibi Khanum Main Sancturary        Credit: Author 
Figure 3: Inscription at Bibi Khanum Credit: Author 
Figure 1: Bib Khanum Mosque, Samarkand Credit: Author 
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regarded as objective evidence revealing the state of the 
Timurid monuments prior to their subsequent 
restorations.  
Why was it necessary to add the inscriptions then? I 
suspect that the artistic reasons were overshadowed by a 
political move to Uzbekify the Timurid architectural 
heritage. Similar to the persona of Timur, who 
underwent a considerable Uzbekificiation in the post-
Soviet period, the Timurid monuments were Uzbekified 
using epigraphic prototypes from sixteenth century 
Uzbek Shaybanid architecture.  
Uzbekistan’s claims on the Timurid legacy are based on 
the geographical position of the Timurid imperial capital 
Samarqand and his birthplace Shahr-i Sabz that were 
within the artificially created boundaries of the new Soviet 
Republic, proclaimed in 1924. Yet, Timur did not have an 
Uzbek genealogy. It was only in the sixteenth century that 
the Uzbek tribes became part of the territory of present 
day Uzbekistan.  
The Shaybanids were descendants of Shiban, the fifth son 
of Jochi and grandson of Genghis Khan. In the middle of 
the fourteenth century, the Shaybanids took the name of 
Özbeg, now widely known as Uzbek. They were also 
Mongol-Turks, similar to Timur. However, the two 
dynasties were rivals. Due to their nomadic origin, the 
Shaybanids were never officially rehabilitated by the 
Soviet elites. Yet, the Shaybanid monuments and their 
relatively well preserved designs may have been used to 
reconstruct the scarce remains of Timurid architecture. 
Bands of inscriptions are quite common above the portals of the Abdullah Khan Mosque and Madrasa (1580s), the Abdulaziz 
Khan Madrasa (1652), all of them built in the Shaybanid stronghold of Bukhara.  
Since gaining independence in 1991, the Uzbek government has been using the Timurid heritage for state branding. 
Uzbekistan is presented to the world as the cradle of Timurid civilization and as an important cultural hub along the Silk 
Road. The Timurid monuments in Samarqand and Shahr-i Sabz are depicted on all state-issued tourist brochures and 
paraded on large screens during state-sponsored Uzbek cultural events across Europe and the US. The authenticity of the 
monuments is not questioned, their exquisite decoration and epigraphic programmes are branded as perfectly preserved 
Uzbek architectural heritage. 
Figure 4: Kok Bungad Mosque, Shakhrisabz Credit: Author 
The author has spent considerable time in Uzbekistan conducting fieldwork over the past few years. 
The themes highlighted here emerged from this research and being developed into a larger project. 
Figure 5: Kalon Mosque, Bukhara Credit: Author 
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